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Abstract 



The School District of Philadelphia’s tiered system of selective, nonselective, 
and charter high schools, and the process for high school choice, has created 
real variation in the degree to which high schools can successfully meet the 
needs of ninth graders. Research has shown that the ninth grade year is 
critical in determining a student’s likelihood of graduating from high school. 
This mixed-methods study examines the transition to high school in 
Philadelphia, which we define as including the eighth grade high school 
selection process and students’ experience in their ninth grade year. 

In our analysis of eighth grade applications to district-managed high schools 
for the 2007-08 school year, we found that most District eighth graders 
participated in the high school selection process, but fewer than half of 
them were admitted and enrolled in any of their chosen schools. Further, 
comparing across types of high schools, we found first, that the choice 
process contributes to system stratification, with low-income students, 

Black and Latino students, students who need special supports, and boys 
concentrated in nonselective neighborhood high schools and Whites, Asians, 
and girls concentrated in special admission high schools. Second, we learned 
that the choice process creates distinct challenges to the neighborhood 
schools’ ability to support ninth graders. Enrollment at neighborhood high 
schools does not settle until the school selection process settles in late 
summer, and then continues to shift through the fall due to geographic 
mobility and returns from the juvenile justice system or other schools. Late 
enrollments undercut the ability of the neighborhood high schools to prepare 
for incoming classes, and contribute to changes in course schedules and 
teacher assignments after the school year begins, which cost important 
instructional time. 

Finally, we found that despite widespread acknowledgement of the 
importance of the freshman year, competing district agendas often mean it 
is not a priority in district and school planning. Freshman year interventions 
are often implemented piecemeal, without the professional support teachers 
need to adopt new practices, and without the assessments needed to know if 
they are effective. We argue that if low-performing neighborhood high 
schools are going to “turn around” or improve, it will require not only 
building school capacity but also implementing changes to the broader 
systems of district policy and practice in which these schools function, 
including the high school selection process. 
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At a Glance: Philadelphia High Schools by Admissions Category 



31 Neighborhood 
High Schools 



Audenried 

Bartram 

Carroll 

Edison 

Fels 

FitzSimons 

Frankford 

Franklin, Benjamin 
Furness 
Germantown 
Gratz 

High School of the Future 
Kensington Business 
Kensington CAPA 
Kensington Culinary 
King 

Lamberton 

Lincoln 

Northeast 

Olney East 

Olney West 

Overbrook 

Rhodes 

Roxborough 

Sayre 

South Philadelphia 
Strawberry Mansion 
University City 
Vaux 

Washington 
West Philadelphia 



13 Citywide Admission 
High Schools 


27 Charter Schools with 
High School Grades 


Bok 


Arise Academy 


Communications Technology 


Boys' Latin of Philadelphia 


Constitution 


CHAD (Charter High School for 


Dobbins 


Architecture and Design) 


Douglas 


Community Academy of Philadelphia 


Mastbaum 


Delaware Valley Charter 


Motivation 


Eastern University Academy 


Philadelphia HS for Business & Technology 


Esperanza Academy 


Philadelphia Military Academy at Elverson 


Franklin Towne Charter 


Philadelphia Military Academy at Leeds 


Freire Charter School 


Randolph 


Hope Charter School 


Robeson 


Imhotep Institute Charter 


Swenson 


Mariana Bracetti Academy 
Maritime Academy Charter School 


16 Special Admission 


Mastery - Lenfest Campus 


High Schools 


Mastery - Pickett Campus 


Academy at Palumbo 


Mastery - Shoemaker Campus 


Arts Academy at Rush 


Mastery - Thomas Campus 


Bodine 


Mathematics, Civics, and Sciences Charter 


CAPA (Creative and Performing Arts) 


Math, Science, and Technology 


Carver 


Community Charter 


Central 


Multi-Cultural Academy 


Franklin Learning Center 


New Media Technology 


GAMP (Girard Academic Music Program) 


Philadelphia Academy 


Lankenau 


Philadelphia Electrical and Technology 


Masterman 
Parkway Center City 
Parkway Northwest 
Parkway West 

Philadelphia High School for Girls 
Saul 

Science Leadership Academy 


Preparatory Charter School of Mathematics, 
Science, Technology and Careers 
Sankofa Freedom Academy 
Truebright Science Academy 
World Communications 






District high schools, September 2009. See Appendix A for how our list differs from the District’s Directory of High Schools. 







